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Too Much Waste Costing Too Much Money:  
It’s Time for Product Stewardship by Heidi Sanborn

Heidi Sanborn is executive director of the California Product Stewardship Council (CPSC) and can be reached at <heidi@CalPSC.org>. For 
more information about CPSC, visit www.calPSC.org.

Twenty years ago, California passed AB 939 (Chapter 1095, Statutes of 1989), a groundbreak-
ing law that made local governments responsible for reducing waste. The goal was to achieve a waste 
diversion rate of 50 percent by 2000, and AB 939 imposed a fine of $10,000 per day for noncompliance.

While working to achieve AB 939’s goals, 
local governments discovered two things: 
Recycling programs have not succeeded in 
reducing the amount of waste generated 
or sent to landfills, and the costs of man-
aging waste far outstrip their budgets. 

A new policy approach called extended 
producer responsibility (EPR), also 
known as product stewardship, aims to 
reduce waste at the source by encourag-
ing better product and packaging design. 
EPR places primary responsibility with 
producers and manufacturers, because 
only they can change product design and 
incorporate recycling costs into the price 
of the products. 

Local government responded valiantly to 
AB 939 by implementing new collection 
and recycling programs, building infra-

structure and educating the public. This 
resulted in huge increases in costs and 
recycling rates. However, the amount of 
waste disposed today remains the same as 
it was in 1990 — 40 million tons per year 
— because waste generation continues to 
increase. To make matters worse, prod-
ucts are often designed to be disposable 
instead of recyclable or repairable — and 
they’re over-packaged. More products than 
ever contain toxins, such as mercury in 
fluorescent lighting, making their disposal 
extremely expensive to manage. 

In fact, the cost to manage these waste 
streams is staggering. San Luis Obispo 
County estimates that its Household 
Hazardous Waste (HHW) budget would 
have to increase to $4 million annually to 

continued



League of California Cities www.cacities.org8

manage all of the batteries and fluores-
cent lights disposed of locally each year. 
According to Rob D’Arcy, hazardous 
materials program manager of Santa Clara 
County, the county spent $2.9 million 
to manage the hazardous waste collected 
from just 5 percent of its households 
in fiscal year 2007–08. This begs the 
question: Where is the other 95 percent 
of HHW going? Quite possibly into the 
landfill, making it a long-term liability for 
the county. In short, local governments 
are paying extraordinarily high costs to 
manage small percentages of HHW. San 
Luis Obispo and Santa Clara counties are 
not anomalies. This is a scenario repeated 
throughout California. 

The current cradle-to-grave system gives 
producers no feedback on end-of-life 
costs. A cradle-to-cradle system is needed 
where producers are part of the end-of-life 

management system and receive the right 
market signals to drive design changes. In 
2006, with help from the Product Policy 
Institute, local governments formed the 
California Product Stewardship Council 
(CPSC), a coalition of local governments, 
business partners and other stakehold-
ers working to support the transition to 
producer responsibility. CPSC is sup-
ported by local governments from rural 
Del Norte County to urban Santa Clara 
County and cities including Los Angeles 
and San Francisco (for a complete list, 
visit www.calpsc.org/about/associate_ 
jurisdictions.html).

While some companies are doing a great 
job with eco-design and take-back pro-
grams, most companies are not voluntari-
ly taking responsibility for their products 
and have stated firmly that they oppose 
any EPR policy. Therefore, the California 
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Perris Solar Shine Program Saves Money 
and Resources, continued from page 21

Some of the money saved was used to 
cover the cost of energy conservation 
measures — lighting retrofits, replacing 
a heating, ventilation and air condition-
ing unit and installing programmable 
thermostats — which will save the city 
nearly $55,000 annually. The energy con-
servation savings are guaranteed through 
a performance contract with Honeywell, 
so the improvements will not increase 
the city’s operating budgets or require ad-
ditional taxpayer dollars. The conservation 
measures also improve the indoor comfort 
of municipal buildings, especially in heav-
ily used recreational facilities like the Bob 
Glass Gymnasium.

The Solar Shine Program made use of 
California’s Self-Generation Incentive 
Program, which provides incentives to 
support new and emerging distributed 
energy resources, and Honeywell’s ability 
to utilize federal investment tax credits. 

“This project is a classic win-win solution 
in every sense; it shows just how effec-
tive public-private collaboration can be,” 
said Ron Carr, assistant city manager and 
project leader.

Solar panels were installed on the roofs 
of new carports at five sites: the library, 
senior center, fire station, corporate yard 
and city hall. The custom solar carports 
are expected to produce 370 kilowatts 
of electricity — enough energy to power 
about 100 homes per year, cover at least 
20 percent of the city’s electricity needs 
and provide more than 240 shaded park-
ing spaces. 

Educating the Community

In an effort to increase public awareness, 
the Solar Shine Program links the five 
solar sites via the Internet to community 
access kiosks located in Perris City Hall 
and the Cesar Chavez Library. Residents 
and visitors can monitor the solar pro-
duction and energy consumption at each 
of the five sites. 

Through collaborative efforts with the 
Riverside County Library System and 
Honeywell, the Solar Shine Program offers 
live feeds and hands-on programs so that 
young people can learn about declining 
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ment to solve waste problems they didn’t 
create and can’t control. California needs 
legislation to ensure that all parties share 
responsibility for managing products at 
the end-of-life stage. This is the only way 
to cost-effectively manage waste, reduce 
government size, reduce the need for new 
landfills, reduce costs and send the correct 
market signals to producers. 

For more information, visit the CPSC 
website at www.calPSC.org.  n

Integrated Waste Management Board 
(CIWMB) needs authority to require 
EPR for products that are problematic. In 
January 2008, CIWMB adopted an EPR 
policy framework that provides a basis for 
EPR legislation. Rather than implement-
ing separate laws to mandate recycling 
programs for individual products, the 
state will use a framework that addresses 
a wide range of products. This policy 
provides a holistic approach to managing 
product waste but still allows flexibility 
for individual producers to develop take-
back plans. 

CPSC is calling attention to these issues 
and creating dialogues between elected of-
ficials, businesses and other stakeholders to 
address concerns and find workable solu-
tions. In 2008, CPSC successfully cospon-
sored AB 2347 (Chapter 572, Statutes of 
2008), which created a producer take-back 
program for mercury thermostats. The bill 
was supported by the California Retailers 
Association and by thermostat producer 
Honeywell. EPR legislation creates a level 
playing field by holding all producers 
to the same standards of accountability, 
eliminating any competitive disadvantage 
currently experienced by companies that 
voluntarily take back their products. 

While AB 939 did a lot of things right, it 
placed the sole responsibility on govern-
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Solar panels, shown here at a Perris fire station, produce power most efficiently when 
they are oriented to capture as much sunlight as possible. The panels also create shade in 
hot areas.


